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Chapter  2: Basic per formance conceptions 

Chapters 2 and 3 portray Schoenberg's performance aesthetics as reflected in his writings 

on performance. This chapter clarifies core concepts in Schoenberg’s aesthetics and the 

discourse surrounding it. It challenges the implicit and at times explicit assumptions of 

many authors that the Second Viennese School had a performance aesthetics that was 

coherent. I turn to discuss Schoenberg’s demand for a great, some would say 

exaggerated, number of rehearsals and I show that this request is based on one of the core 

concepts in his thought: the musical idea. I introduce this concept in the remaining of the 

chapter. The next chapter will approach these issues and others from an historical 

perspective.  

In the following, one will find an up-to-date overview of Schoenberg's known 

writings on performance and a brief note about his performance terminology.1 

Schoenberg wrote more than thirty manuscripts on performance. The first dates from 

1923; the last ones are from the years before his death in 1951. The journal Pult und 

Taktstock, which dealt with issues concerning conducting, published several of his 

articles.2 Some of these were republished in the first version of Style and Idea from 1950. 

But most of Schoenberg's performance-related manuscripts were not published during his 

life: many appeared for the first time after the composer's death, in the second edition of 

Style and Idea of 1975.3 Two manuscripts, one from 1923 and the other from after 1945 

(undated), indicate that he attempted at least twice to write a book on performance. The 

                                                 
1 Severine Neff presents a list of performance documents in ZKIF, xxxix-xli, but this is no longer up to 
date. There is an ongoing project in the Arnold Schönberg Center in Vienna to transcribe all of 
Schoenberg's writings. It is reasonable to assume that in about three years, when the project will be 
completed, further documents on performance will be revealed. 
2 See appendix 2. Schoenberg also used the pseudonym 'Jens Qu.', which is short for Jenseitiger Querkopf 
('Jenseitiger' means dreamer or absurd; 'Querkopf' means: not going with the mainstream). Many of these 
were reprinted in the German version of Style and Idea: Arnold Schoenberg, Stil und Gedanke: Aufsätze zur 
Musik, ed. Ivan Vojt� ch (Germany: S. Fischer, 1976). Schoenberg's annotations to the different writings 
published in Pult und Taktstock can be found in his copies of the journal which are kept in ASC.  
3 SI, 319-64. 
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nature of the performance-related documents varies. For example, he reacted to 

performances that he heard and articles that he read, reflected philosophically about the 

nature of performance, and complained about his music not being performed enough in 

America. Some of the documents are long and detailed; others amount to few scribbled 

lines (see Fig. 2.1).4 There is also information about Schoenberg's performance aesthetics 

in various letters, articles and books that he wrote, which do not deal mainly with 

performance.  

 

Fig. 2.1: The performance-related manuscr ipt 'Musical notation is done …' wr itten on an 
open envelope addressed to Schoenberg's home in Brentwood    

 

                                                 
4 See appendix 2 for a list of Schoenberg's performance-related manuscripts. One can see some of these 
manuscripts at ASCW.    
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Schoenberg’s discourse is not always straight forward. Neil Boynton has 

described some of the problems of translating the German terms to English in his 

introduction to his translation of 'Schoenberg as a Performing Artist' by Rudolf Kolisch: 

 
the words used by Kolisch to denote 'performance' are particularly varied: 'nachschaffen' 
('to produce'); 'Vortrag' (lit. 'to carry forward', hence 'to hold forth', 'to execute'; Kolisch 
used 'declamation' as a synonym for 'Vortrag' when referring to the way in which a 
special musical passage is conceived and executed); 'aufführen' ('to perform'); 
'reproduzieren' (the latinate equivalent for the German 'nachschaffen'); 'darstellen' ('to 
represent'); 'Wiedergabe' ('rendition'); 'spielen' ('to play'); and 'musizieren' ('to play', 'to 
make music').5   

 
One might also propose alternative translations of some of these words: 'nachschaffen' 

('recreate'); 'Vortrag' ('give or recite a lecture or a talk'); 'reproduzieren' ('to reproduce'); 

and 'darstellen' ('to present'). Schoenberg's use of these terms was usually less varied than 

that of Kolisch. Nevertheless, when he used a term whose full meaning cannot be 

translated into English I have indicated the German term in square brackets. When the 

translation is mine, I have added the German original quotation in footnotes.    

 

The ‘Performance aesthetics of the school'  fallacy 

Several scholars relate ideas of Schoenberg's circle to Schoenberg himself. Hermann 

Danuser (1986) argues that the most important ‘motivation’  for Schoenberg’s theory of 

performance is to protect performance from the will of the performer. He insists that this 

is true also ‘ for the total theories that came out of the performance of Viennese School: 

above all those of Rudolf Kolisch, Erwin Stein, René Leibowitz, Theodor W. Adorno and 

Hans Swarowsky'.6 I will leave at the moment the question whether this was really the 

motivation for Schoenberg.7 Proving whether this was or was not the motivation behind 

                                                 
5 Rudolf Kolisch, 'Schoenberg as a Performing Artist', Tempo, 193 (July 1995), 34. 
6 'die Herausbildung einer Aufführungstradition ... vor der Willkür der Interpreten schützen soll, rechnet zu 
den wichtigsten Motiven seiner Vortragslehre, wie insgesamt der Theorien der Aufführung, die aus der 
Wiener Schule hervorgegangen sind: also vor allem derjenigen von Rudolf Kolisch, Erwin Stein, René 
Leibowitz, Theodor W. Adorno und Hans Swarowsky.' Danuser, 'Zu Schoenberg's "Vortragslehre"', 257.  
7�I will relate to this in the next chapter and in chapter 9. 
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the theories of people from Schoenberg’s circle is beyond the scope of this thesis, yet 

David Satz, a student of Kolisch, mentioned that in Darmstadt in the 1950s Kolisch and 

Adorno discussed performance. Satz wrote that this ‘ leaves open the question of how that 

joint project’s scope might have related to the notes which Adorno left, or the work 

which Kolisch actually brought about. I believe that it is a serious mistake to assume an 

absolute identity between the two’ .8 Although Danuser acknowledges that Schoenberg's 

performance theory is fragmentary, however, at the end of his article (p. 258) he refers 

the reader to the theory of performance of Kolisch in order to answer questions that were 

not answered by Schoenberg. Alfred Cramer (1997) argues that Schoenberg had 

‘problems’  with performers and that 'Reading the music instead of performing it' was for 

him one of the solutions.9 Cramer quotes Adorno who wrote: 'The silent imaginative 

reading of music could render actual playing as superfluous … such a practice could … 

save music from the abuse inflicted upon the compositional content by virtually every 

performance today'.10 Cramer suggests that 'Adorno's vision of silent reading echoed 

Schoenberg's own mind'. In order to support this last statement he cites a problematic, 

possibly even inauthentic report by Dika Newlin, and discusses it out of its context.11 

Moreover, one should note that Schoenberg mentioned Adorno in his will as the person to 

whom he clearly does not want to entrust his Nachlaß after his death. Helmut Haack's 

refers mainly to the performance aesthetics of Kolisch in order to examine what he calls, 

                                                 
8�David Satz, ‘Rudolf Kolisch in Boston’ , AWS, 205. 
9 Cramer, 'Music For the Future: Sounds of early twentieth-century psychology and language in works of 
Schoenberg, Webern and Berg - 1908 to the First World War' (PhD dissertation, University of 
Pennsylvania, 1997), 138-139. 
10 Adorno, Theodor W., 'Arnold Schoenberg', in Musikalische Schriften V., Rolf Tiedemann and Klaus 
Schultz (eds.) (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1984), 304-323.  
11� Cramer quotes Newlin arguing that Schoenberg said: ‘The performer, for all his intolerable arrogance, is 
totally unnecessary except as his interpretations make the music understandable to an audience unfortunate 
enough not to be able to read it in print’ . See the full entry in the diary of Dika Newlin, Schoenberg 
Remembered: Diaries and Recollections 1938-76 (New York: Pendragon Press, 1980), 164. Note that 
Newlin was seventeen years old when she wrote this. She reports that Schoenberg was amusing the 
audience that was listening to him and that he was just recovering from an illness. He warned her not to 
repeat what she argues that he said. Such an extreme comment cannot be found in any of Schoenberg’s 
writings. Moreover, Newlin writes that this is what she always thought about this issue herself.  
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the 'aesthetics of the school', and argues that it was influenced by Mahler.12 Haack notices 

changes in Kolisch's practice after his immigration to America yet he fails to see a change 

in Schoenberg's aesthetics after the Second World War (more about this in the next 

chapter). Finally, John Butt makes a comment in passing claiming that Stravinsky had a 

‘very similar aesthetics of performance … [compared to the one] promoted by 

Schoenberg and his students.'13 Butt has in mind Rudolph Kolisch, Erwin Stein, René 

Leibowitz, Theodore Adorno and Hans Swarowsky.14 

When discussing the Second Viennese School in relation to performance, one 

finds significant differences between the aesthetics of its members. Edward Steuermann's 

book The Not Quite Innocent Bystander15 from 1989, Rudolf Kolisch's article 

'Schönberg's als nachschaffender Künstler' (Schoenberg as a Performing Artist)16 from 

1924 (English trans. 1995), Webern's article 'Über Arnold Schönberg als Dirigent'17 

(About Arnold Schoenberg as Conductor) from May 1914, and Erwin Stein's book Form 

and Performance18 from 1962, give valuable information. It is known that Schoenberg 

disagreed with some of Kolisch's ideas in the latter’s article 'Tempo and Character in 

Beethoven's Music'.19 In a letter dated 1949 from Schoenberg to Steuermann regarding 

                                                 
12 Helmut Haack, 'Ausdruck und Texttreue: Bemerkungen zur Aufführungspraxis der Musik Schönbergs 
und seiner Schuler' (Expression and fidelity to the text: Remarks on the performance practice of the music 
of Schoenberg and his pupils), in eds. Rudolf Stephan and Sigrid Wiemann, Die Wiener Schule in der 
Musikgeschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts (Wien: Lafite, 1986), 202-12. 
13�John Butt, Playing with History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 14.  
14�Ibid., 219. 
15 Edward Steuermann, The Not Quite Innocent Bystander, eds. Clara Steuermann, David Porter and Gunter 
Schuller, trans. Richard Cantwell and Charles Messner (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 
1989). 
16 Rudolf Kolisch, 'Schoenberg as a Performing Artist', introduction by Neil Boynton, Tempo 193 (July 
1995), 34-5 [trans. 'Schönberg's als nchschaffender Künstler', in Arnold Schönberg zum fünfzigsten 
Geburstage (commemorating Schoenberg's fifteth birthday) 13 September 1924, Sonderheft der MdA, 6, 
(1924), 306-7]. For further information about Kolisch's performance aesthetics see Rudolf Kolisch, 'Tempo 
and Character in Beethoven's Music', trans. Arthur Mendel, Musical Quarterly, 77 (1993), 91-131 and 268-
342; Rudolf Kolisch: Tempo und Charakter in Beethovens Musik, Musik-Konzept, 76/77 (1992�; and Rudolf 
Kolisch: Zur Theorie der Aufführung, Heinz-Klaus Metzger and Rainer Riehn (eds.), Musik-Konzept, 
29/30, (1983).  
17 Anton Webern, 'Über Arnold Schönberg als Dirigent' (May 1914), in Rudolf Stephan, 'Ein unbekannter 
Aufsatz', Österreichihsche Musikzeitschrift, xxvii/3 (1972), 127-30.  
18 Erwin Stein, Form and performance (London: Faber and Faber, 1962). 
19 See Kolisch, 'Tempo and Character in Beethoven's Music', 91-131. 



 � 	

the latter's recording of Schoenberg's piano music, he writes: 'I do not at all share your 

anxiety lest anyone should hear a wrong note. I am convinced that it had happened only a 

few times in the history of musical reproduction that some wrong note did not come in.' 

He stressed: 'there is no absolute purity in this world... But I am convinced that you can 

play music so convincingly that it evokes the impression of purity, artistic purity, and, 

after all, that's what matters. Let's leave this quasi-perfection to those who can't perceive 

anything else'.20 Steuermann's refusal to release his recording for publication resulted in 

rupture between the two old friends. On 13 January 1950 Schoenberg wrote to Ross 

Russell from Dial Records concerning a plan to record his music with Steuermann and 

Kolisch. He warned Russel ‘not to be too indulgent’  to Steuermann's and Kolisch’s 

wishes to play the music ‘over and over again, until there is nothing which … [they do] 

not like’ . Schoenberg stresses that ‘ it has no sense to aim for a perfection which is not 

human'.21 I do not wish to argue that there is no overlap between the performance 

aesthetics of members of Schoenberg's circle, yet one should be very cautious about 

making casual assumptions about links between one aesthetic and the others.  

                                                 
20�ASL 277. 
21�ASCW. 
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The demand for many rehearsals 

A leitmotif in Schoenberg’s writings on performance is his demand for many rehearsals. 

In an article entitled 'Gustav Mahler' from 1912,22 he argued that Mahler 'still [had] 

something to say' to the performers in the tenth rehearsal. Mahler, he claimed, had a clear 

'image' (Bild) of what he wished to reproduce.23 It is worth quoting this passage at length: 

 
[A]mong other things I heard one of his [Mahler's] 'colleagues' say that there is no special 
trick to bringing off good performances [Aufführungen] when one has so many 
rehearsals. Certainly there is no trick to it, for the oftener one plays a thing through 
[durchspiel], the better it goes, and even the poorest conductors profit from this. But there 
is a trick to feeling the need for a tenth rehearsal during the ninth rehearsal because one 
still hears many things that can become better, because one still knows something to say 
in the tenth rehearsal. This is exactly the difference: a poor conductor often does not 
know what to do after the third rehearsal, he has nothing more to say, he is more easily 
satisfied, because he does not have the capacity for further discrimination, and because 
nothing in him imposes higher requirements. And this is the cause: the productive 
[productive] man conceives within himself an exact image [genaues Bild] of what he 
wishes to reproduce [wiedergeben]; the performance [Aufführung], like everything else 
that he brings forth, must not be less perfect than the image. Such re-creation 
[Reproduzieren] is only slightly different from creation [Produzieren]; virtually, only the 
approach is different. Only when one has clarified this point to oneself does one 
comprehend how much is meant by the modest words with which Mahler himself 
characterized his highest aim as a conductor: 'I consider it my greatest service that I force 
the musicians to play [spielen] exactly what is in the notes.' That sounds almost too 
simple, too slight, to us; and in fact it is so, for we might ascribe the affects which we 
knew to far more profound causes. But if one imagines how precise must be the image 
engendered by the notes in one who is productive [productive], and what sensitivity is 
necessary in order to distinguish whether the reality and the image correspond to one 
another; if one thinks of what is necessary in order to express these fine distinctions so 
understandably that the performing musician, while merely playing the right notes, now 
suddenly participates in the spirit [Geist] of the music [musiziert] as well – then one 
understands that with these modest words everything has been said.24  

                                                 
22 The article was revised in 1948. The following passage on Mahler the conductor appears in both 
versions. 
23 SI, 449-71.  
24 SI, 464-5. 'hörte ich beispielsweise einen seiner Herrn "Kollegen" sagen, es sei keine besondere Kunst, 
gute Aufführungen zustandte zu bringen, wenn man so viele Proben macht. Gewiß ist das keine Kunst, 
denn je öfter man eine Sache durchspielt, desto besser geht sie, und davon profitieren auch die 
schlechtesten Dirigenten. Aber es ist eine Kunst in der neunten Probe noch das Bedürfnis nach einer 
zehnten zu haben, weil man noch manches hört, das besser werden kann, weil man in der zehnten Probe 
noch etwas zu sagen weiß. Das ist ja der Unterschied: ein schlechter Dirigent weiß oft schon nach der 
dritten Probe, nicht mehr anzufangen, hat nichts zu sagen, ist deshalb früher zufrieden, weil er nicht die 
Fähigkeit hat, noch zu unterscheiden und weil nichts in ihm höhere Ansprüche stellt. Und das ist die 
Ursache: der Produktive erzaugt in seinem Inneren ein genaues Bild von dem, das er wiedergeben wird, 
hinter dem darf die Auffürung ebensowenig zürükbleiben wie alles was er aus sich hervorbringt. In 
wenigem nur unterscheidet sich solches Reproduzieren vom Produzieren; fast is nur der Weg ein anderer. 
Erst wenn man sich das klargemacht hat, begreift man, wieviel mit den anspruchlosen Worten gesagt ist, 
mit denen Mahler selbst sein höchstes Ziel als Dirigent bezeichnete: "Ich rechne es mir als mein größtes 
Verdien an, daß ich die Musiker dazu zwinge, genau das zu spielen, was in den Noten steht." Das klingt uns 
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The main issue in the quotation above has to do with a musical image that was in the 

mind of the composer, which is reproduced by the conductor and which should be 

communicated through performance. Having many rehearsals while forcing performers to 

play the right notes, served the aim of reproducing an image, and this resulted in the 

performer's participation 'in the spirit of the music'.25  

Schoenberg attempted to implement this philosophy in practice. In 1918, Erwin 

Ratz, a student of Schoenberg, organized ten rehearsals where the composer conducted 

his Kammersymphonie, Op. 9. Schoenberg hoped that it would educate performers and 

listeners to become acquainted with the work by experiencing again and again the 

interpretation of the composer conducting. In the early 1970s, Ratz said in an interview 

with Joan Smith: 'It was really a one-time experience... The Kammersymphonie is not 

such an impossible work, and that was just what was wonderful – that Schoenberg could 

... always … say something new about the work'.26 Starting at the same year, a similar 

idea came into expression in Schoenberg's famous Society for Private Musical 

Performances (Verein für musikalische Privataufführungen) in Vienna (1918-1922). As 

with the Kammersymphonie project, here the aim was to educate performers and 

                                                                                                                                                  
fast zu einfach, zu wenig, und das ist es in der Tat auch, denn die Wirkungen, die wir kanntenm möchten 
wir viel bedeutenderen Ursachen zuschrieben. Denkt man aber daran, wie präzis das Bild sein muß, das die 
Noten in dem erzeugen, der produktiv ist, und welche feinste Fähigkeit dazugehört, zu unterscheiden, ob 
Wirklichkeit und Vorstellung miteinander übereinstimmen, was nötig ist, um diese feinsten Unterschiede so 
verständlich auszudrücken, daß der ausführende Musiker, indem er bloß die richtigen Noten bringt, nun 
auch plötzlich den Geist mit musiziert, so begreift man, daß mit diesen schlichen Worten alles gesagt ist.' 
ASC, T23.02.                   
25 Alfred Cramer has a different interpretation of Schoenberg's demand for many rehearsals. In 1997 he 
argued: 'Listeners had no way to translate an approximate performance [of atonal music] into a mental 
image of an exact performance, and this placed the burden on the performer to give a fully thought-out and 
accurate account. As a result, a high and unusual standard of performance was a basic part of the Vienna 
School's musical plans.' (Cramer, 'Music for the Future', 103). Cramer's concept of 'translation' is puzzling: 
do the 'approximate' and 'exact performance' of atonal music relate to the score or to some 'natural' 
mechanism of the mind? This assumption by Cramer has no grounds in anything that Schoenberg or his 
circle wrote. The contrary is true; for example, the Society for Private Musical Performances devoted as 
many rehearsals to tonal music as they did to atonal music. On 8 February 1919 Webern wrote to Berg that 
Schoenberg decided to perform music of various composers, among them a (tonal) string quartet by 
Weingartner. To the question of why this quartet needed so many rehearsals, Schoenberg answered: 'Such 
music cannot be exposed enough' (Stuckenschmidt, 260). 
26 Smith, 75. Most of the interviews in this book were conducted between March 1972 and July 1974. 
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audiences to appreciate contemporary musical works. The number of rehearsals and 

concerts was decided not by economical considerations, but according to the time they 

believed would be needed in order to achieve what they called a 'clear' performance of 

the works. The majority of the works were performed several times and the demand for a 

large number of rehearsals was strictly observed.27 In a letter from 11 March 1950 

Schoenberg recollected: 'In this "Verein" I developed a technique of rehearsing which 

exceeded by its thoroughness and by many new attempts most of what had been done 

before'.28 This technique included many rehearsals of the work by the so-called 

'Vortragsmeisters' (performance masters), which were Webern, Steuermann, Kolisch and 

later Erwin Stein. When they believed that the music was ready, Schoenberg came and 

listened (as president of the Society, Schoenberg was considered the highest authority on 

all matters).  

Both the Society for Private Musical Performances and the Kammersymphonie 

project, started when the First World War ended. The economical and emotional stress 

that Schoenberg and his circle found themselves after the war is revealed in a letter that 

Schoenberg wrote to Varèse on 23 October 1922, where he claimed that in ‘Vienna, with 

everyone starving and shivering, something like 100 rehearsals [of Pierrot lunaire] were 

held’ .29 One of the reasons to the demand for many rehearsals is connected to the 

psychological need of Schoenberg and his circle to gain control of a situation where the 

sense of having power over one’s destiny was fragile.30  

                                                 
27 See Judith Karen Meibach, 'Schoenberg's "Society for Musical Private Performances, Vienna 1918-1922: 
A Documentary Study"' (PhD dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 1984); and Leonard Stein, 'The 
Privataufführungen Revisited', in John Glowacki (ed.), Paul A. Pisk: Essays in his Honour (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1966), 203-207.  
28 ASC, T57.16, the letter is about Rudolf Kolisch. 
29�ASL, 78. 
30�I would like to thank Tal Wisse for expressing this idea to me in a conversation. Webern’s performance 
practice is known to be even more extreme than that of Schoenberg in this respect.  Marcel Dick said: ‘The 
Schoenbergian perfection was obtainable by those people who dedicated themselves to it. Webern went 
beyond that’ . Smith, 120 (see also Ibid. 114-116, 119-124, 270).  
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Schoenberg tried to implement the idea of the importance of rehearsals also 

outside of his circle. As mentioned in chapter 1, Schoenberg was asked by Mengelberg to 

go to Holland in autumn 1920 to spend a considerable time there conducting. In a letter 

from 6 December 1920 written near Amsterdam in Zandvoort to his students and friends, 

sent via Berg, he wrote:  

 
today's fashion of emphasizing one voice by playing it strongly and everything else softly 
seems more and more intolerable to me… I believe … Each voice must have life, be 
somewhat expressive, and that is only possible if the interpreter has a concept of the total 
sound. After all, if a composer heard that many voices and if these aren't ornamental, but 
part of the composition – where now one, now another of these voices has significant 
influence on the progress of the work – it must be possible at some point to realize it as 
the composer heard it. However, that requires rehearsals!31       

 

In other words, if the composer had heard multiple voices in his mind, the performance 

must communicate the total sound clearly to the listener, and here again, this is achieved 

by rehearsing.32 The concept that a musician should have an 'exact image' in his mind is 

manifested also in Schoenberg's plan for a school for 'soundmen'. For Schoenberg the 

soundman (or what we would today call: music producer) had a role similar to that of the 

performer since they both work with the score and with actual sound. In the undated 

manuscript from the last years of Schoenberg's life, entitled 'A.S. Prof of Music at UCLA 

proposes the creation of a "School for 'Soundmen'"', he wrote: 

 
A student who graduates from this school should be able to study a score and build up in 
his imagination a perfect image of the sound of this score. This ear training shall then 
enable him 

                                                 
31 BSC 295. 'Jedenfalls muss ich sagen: die Manier, eine Stimme deutlich zu machen, indem man sie stark 
und alles andere schwach spielen lässet, kommt mir heute immer mehr unerträglich vor. Das wird ja jetzt 
von allen ganz mechanisch so gemacht, während es einmal ein aus einer Vorstellung entspringender 
Ausweg gewesen sein man. Ich glaube man wird das immer mehr anders machen müssen: Es muss jede 
Stimme leben, relativ ausdrucksreich sein und das ist nur dann möglich, wenn der Interpret eine 
Vorstellung von diesem Zusammenklang hat. Schließlich wenn ein Autor soviele Stimmen gehört hat und 
wenn diese nicht Ornament, sondern Komposition sind, da einmal diese einmal jene Stimme auf die 
Fortsetzung größeren Einfluß hat, so muss es auch einmal möglich [sein], das so zu verwirklichen, wie er es 
gehört hat. Das erfordert allerdings: Proben!' Fonds21 Alban Berg, Musiksamlung, Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek. On 17 December 1920 Webern wrote to Schoenberg that this letter was very helpful.     
32�Note that Schoenberg believed that it is actually possible to access what the composer 'heard' from the 
multiple voices, and that his conception can in fact be faithfully represented. 
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a) to find out whether or not a recording harmonizes with the image in his imagination; 
b) to define exactly the differences between his image and the sound of the recording. 
c) to indicate what should be corrected and how 
d) if necessary to suggest or even carry out such mechanical improvements of all 
acoustic, physical or mechanical devices as might be necessary in the case in question.33      

 
Schoenberg did not merely demand that the soundman will ensure that the recording is in 

accord with the score: he asked that the soundman build an image in his mind – an image 

to which all comparisons and corrections will be made (here, however, Schoenberg does 

not connect the creation of the imaginary object with the need for many rehearsals). 

Perhaps Schoenberg's rigorous demand for many rehearsals relaxed when 

performing outside of his circle, especially after he emigrated to America since the 

demand disappeared from his writings after 1926. In a letter from 4 November 1950 to 

Basil Douglas at the BBC, he wrote that the ten rehearsals of the Kammersymphonie in 

1918 were 'perhaps a little too much'. Yet it would be a mistake to think that he 

completely lost faith in this ideal. In a letter from 20 February 1951 to Thor Johnson, 

Music Director of the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, he writes about the 

aforementioned Mahler incident and continues to spell out the ideology concerning the 

merit of many rehearsals (as in his article on Mahler from 1912).34 Schoenberg praised 

the conductor and advised him: 'You must be sure that you will not tire, that your 

imagination will still function and [that] your inspiration will not fade'. Schoenberg was 

probably busy giving complements to Johnson’s plan of extensive rehearsing more than 

expressing a creed. While Schoenberg no longer held the same conviction in the merit of 

many rehearsals as he did in the days of the Society for Private Musical Performances, 

other members of his circle continued the old spirit in their performance practice. Lowell 

Creitz from the Pro-Arte string quartet, of which Rudolf Kolisch was the leader, reported 

                                                 
33ASC, T72.05. The concept of a musician having an image in the mind before performing is expressed also 
in 'What constitutes and musician?'ASC, T78.10 Here Schoenberg criticizes composers who cannot learn 
scores without the piano.  
34 Schoenberg mentions that Franz Schalk, who became Kappellmeister at the Hofoper under Mahler, was 
the person who attacked Mahler’s habit of conducting many rehearsals. ASCW. 
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that they spent 180 hours rehearsing Webern's Trio for a performance that lasted about 10 

minutes.35 Perhaps it is not surprising that this aspect of Schoenberg's performance 

aesthetics was preserved by the American-based Pro Arte string quartet; after all, a 

demand for many rehearsals has more potential for realization in small ensembles than in 

large ones. Schoenberg's insistence on reproducing an image in performance and his ideal 

of extensive rehearsing can be understood in a more contextualized manner in relation to 

his concept: the musical idea, on which I will elaborate in the following.     

 

The performance of the musical idea 

In 1994, in his famous article 'How we got into Analysis, and how to get out', Joseph 

Kerman pointes out that the belief 'in the overriding aesthetic value of the instrumental 

music of the great German tradition' was influenced by nineteenth-century thought about 

music.36 Kerman claimed that the underlying assumption of music analysts 'was and is of 

a perfect, organic relation among all the analyzable parts of a musical masterpiece'. His 

main argument was that this ideology sees analysis as a tool for demonstrating that 

certain music is organic, and therefore part of the great German tradition.37 He pointed 

out that this belief first found itself under attack around 1900 when tonality was regarded 

as problematic by composers, and then again in the 1920s when Schoenberg presented his 

music as the true continuation of the Viennese tradition.38 Schoenberg's truly important 

insight, Kerman argues, was to find a way of continuing his musical tradition while 

negating what many felt to be at its very core. Unlike Schenker and Tovey, for example, 

                                                 
35 Lowell Creitz, 'Rudolf Kolisch – Master Musician: 1896-1978', in AWS, 164. 
36 Joseph Kerman, 'How we got into Analysis, and how to get out', in Write all These Down: Essays on 
Music (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1994), 15 [originally published 
in Critical Inquiry 7 (1980)]. 
37 Ibid., 15. At the end of the article Kerman stresses that he is not against analysis in general, but that 
analysis can serve other purposes.   
38 Ibid., 16. 
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Schoenberg claimed that the essence of this tradition is not tonality but organicism.39 

Kerman identifies the origins of the ideology of organicism in J. N. Forkel's monograph 

from 1802.40 Severine Neff goes further back and traces the history of organicism to one 

of the cradles of Western culture, namely ancient Greek philosophy.41 Neff demonstrates 

in 1993 that Schoenberg's organicism was influenced by that of Goethe.42 Yet scholarship 

in general has tended to ignore Schoenberg's organicist thinking as reflected in his 

writings on performance.  

 Schoenberg stated that he first thought about the musical idea concept in 1915.43 

It was also influenced by the mystical, theological44 and philosophical writings of various 

figures, such as Schopenhauer and his concept of the Platonic idea (Vorstellung) and its 

representation (Darstellung), and Karl Kraus and his idea of clarity in Language. �45  

Schoenberg was also influenced by the Bible46 and by mystical writings of Swedenborg 

and Steiner. �47  According to Kolisch, Schoenberg believed that the organic musical idea 

exists a priori to the performance: 'Through the manner of its representation in 

                                                 
39 Ibid., 18. 
40�Ibid., 16. 
41 Severine Neff, 'Schoenberg and Goethe: Organicism and Analysis', in Christopher Hatch and David 
Bernstein (eds.), Music Theory and the Exploration of the Past (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 
1993, 409. 
42 Schoenberg had twenty volumes of books by Goethe, one of which he annotated. See Severine Neff, 
'Schoenberg and Goethe', 409-433. At the end of the first movement of his Serenade, Op. 24, from 1923, 
Schoenberg wrote on the score: 'I believe that Goethe would have been quite pleased with me.' ('Ich glaube, 
Goethe müßte ganz zufrieden mit mir sein.'). Neff showed that there is a striking parallel between Goethe's 
terminology and that of Schoenberg. See also Patricia Carpenter and Severine Neff, 'Schoenberg's 
Philosophy of Composition: Thoughts on the "musical idea and its Presentation"', in Julianne Brand and 
Christopher Hailey (eds.), Constructive Dissonance: Arnold Schoenberg and the Transformations of 
Twentieth-Century Culture (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press), 1997, 146-
59. 
43 See the 3 June 1937 letter from Schoenberg to Nicholas Slonimsky. 
44 See Dahlhaus, 'Schoenberg's Aesthetic Theology', in trans. and eds. Derrick Puffett and Alfred Clayton, 
Schoenberg and the New Music: Essays by Carl Dahlhaus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1987), 81-93.   
45 See Alexander Goehr, 'Schoenberg and Karl Kraus: The Idea Behind the Music' in Music Analysis, 4 
(1985), 59-71. 
46�See Pamela C. White, Schoenberg and the God-Idea: The Opera Moses und Aron (Ann Arbor, Michigan: 
UMI Research Press, 1983). 
47 See John Covach, 'The Sources of Schoenberg's "Aesthetic Theology"', 19th Century Music, 19/3 (1996), 
252-62, and 'Schoenberg and the Occult: Some Reflections on the "musical idea"', Journal of the Music 
Theory Society of New York State, 17 (1992), 103-118.         
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performance, every phrase is adapted to its proper function in the organism of the musical 

work of art. Every phrase performs just this function in the work itself a priori of physical 

performance and in this sense Schoenberg's representation is objective throughout'.48 

Kolisch added that 'to comprehend the latter in all of its details such that one knows the 

former, that is the task of the performing [darstellend] subject with respect to the object 

of the work of art.'49 (This was written in 1924 and it represents Schoenberg’s thought of 

that time. In the next chapter I will demonstrate that the notion of a pure a priori musical 

idea was something that transformed during the 1930s and 1940s.) 

In general, there are several different readings of Schoenberg's manuscripts on the 

musical idea. On the one hand, Patricia Carpenter and Severine Neff see the writings on 

the musical idea as coherent: 'Viewed as a whole … [Schoenberg's] thought about music 

is characterized by a coherence and consistency that claim attention for it as a theory.'50 

On the other hand, in 1979 Jonathan Dunsby claimed: 'Those who find it hard to take 

Schoenberg seriously as a theorist would doubtless be astonished by the rather remote 

hold on musical substance that the Gedanke debate involved'.51 The particular case of 

Schoenberg's performance writings bears out Dunsby's argument. A comparison of 

Schoenberg's references to the musical idea in these writings reveals contradictions and 

changes in his views, as we will see in the following chapter. The authority of the musical 

idea seemed to change during the years. In some writings it appears to originate from the 

composer's intentions, in others it seems to originate more directly from the score itself, 

                                                 
48 Kolisch, 'Schoenberg as a Performing Artist', 34. 'Jede Phrase wird durch ihre Darstellungart der 
Funktion angepaßt, die ihr im Organismus des musikalischen kunstwerkes zukommt. Eben diese erfüllt sie 
je im Kunstwerk a priori und im diesem Sinne ist Schoenberg's Darstellung durchaus objecktiv, indem er 
jeder Note nur den Platz einräumt, der ihr der Konstruktion des Werkes nach zukommt. Aber dieser so im 
allemn Details zu erfassen, daß man jenen kennt, das ist die Aufgabe des darstellenden Subjekts am Objekt 
des Kunstwerkes'. Kolisch, 'Schönberg's als nachschaffender Künstler', 306.  
49 Ibid. 
50  Commentary to Gedanke, xvi. See 1-86 for an introduction to the musical idea concept. 
51  Dunsby, Review of David Epstein’s Beyond Orpheus, JASI, 3/2 (1979), 197. 
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in others, the performer has a part in it. Moreover, the substance of the musical idea itself 

seemed to modify significantly in his writings.   

Some aspects concerning the musical idea stayed relatively stable in this body of 

writing. One is Schoenberg's strong demand for musical communication. In his 1941 

article 'Composition with Twelve Tones' Schoenberg highly valued hidden relationships 

in Beethoven's String Quartet, Op. 135. Should they be communicated? In an unpublished 

manuscript written in February 1946, commenting on performers recording music, 

Schoenberg contrasted two kinds of perfection: an exterior one of 'beautiful sonority' and 

an interior one which constitutes 'the idea'.52 This is one of the reasons he demanded in 

several manuscripts that ambiguities in notation would be clarified.53 Although the urge 

to communicate was relatively stable, his view as to who communicated, and exactly 

what they communicated experienced change. Another aspect that remained largely 

stable concerns the function of the pitch parameter in relation to the musical idea. In the 

article 'Mechanische Musikinstrumente' of 1926 Schoenberg claimed that the 'unalterable' 

musical idea is manifested in the relationship between pitches and time-divisions. �54 In the 

manuscript 'Koussevitzki-Toscanini' of 1944 Schoenberg did not refer to the musical 

idea, yet he wrote that music is built of 'static, unchangeable, absolute elements as: pitch, 

key, harmonic progressions and their structural functions, motivic, thematic and melodic 

                                                 
52 The full text of this unpublished manuscript is 'Canneries use first class fruits; qualities which are not 
available on the market for the average purchaser. Recorders, who also must not dare to lose the confidence 
of a purchaser, are in the same position … May I state that knowing records, I realized that their performers 
aim for the same quality [to] be done to make the idea … Therefore I choose to make the idea clear, but I 
do not believe that a performance requires that kind of perfection which is indispensable in confectioner's 
shops or in beauty parlors … One knows how little in these trades the beauty of the exterior is a guarantee 
of interior qualities. One should know, too, that a certain kind of beautiful sonority does also not guarantee 
higher artistic value. The most beautiful tone is often only the result of superficiality joined with 
sentimentality.' ASC, T03.64.  
53 See for example 'Theory of Performance' in NeffP, 'Vortragszeichen' (Performance Indications 
(Dynamics)) SI, 340-1, and 'Koussevitzki-Toscanini' in SR, 301-308.  
54 'Mechanische Musikinstrumente', Pult und Taktstock, Vienna (March-April, 1926), 39 [trans. 
'Mechanical Musical Instruments', SI, 326.] 
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contents, including accompaniment'.55 Schoenberg did not formulate clearly what exactly 

should be brought out or concealed from the various pitch constellations one can observe 

in the score, and how these relate to other musical issues in performance. Since 

Schoenberg saw himself as the true continuation of the great German musical tradition, 

which pays much attention to small- and large-scale pitch constructions in music, it is 

perhaps not surprising that he regarded this parameter as highly important in his music. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have criticized the assumption of several scholars that there is a coherent 

'Second Viennese School performance aesthetics'. The aim is to warn from a straight-

forward deduction of attributes concerning Schoenberg’s aesthetics by assuming that they 

are identical to those in the performance aesthetics of other members of his circle. It is 

true that I mentioned above (and will do so in the following chapters) some of the 

writings of Schoenberg’s circle. However, I do so mainly in order to strengthen 

arguments that are based on evidence from Schoenberg’s own writings, and when I do so, 

it is with caution. 

 Schoenberg’s demand for many rehearsals was most prominent in writings and 

actions between 1912 and 1926, and in a letter from 1950. These writings and others are 

scattered through most of his career. They show that this demand is based on a firm belief 

in the performer’s duty to represent a musical idea. I introduced this concept and claimed 

that it is inseparable from his belief that organicism is the core of Western art music. 

Although the musical idea reflects Schoenberg’s confidence in the possibility of 

communicating something that the composer imagined, the substance of this something is 

far from being clear and well-formulated. In the following chapter I will go into details 
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concerning the history of Schoenberg’s performance writings in general, and those which 

refer to the musical idea in particular.      �    


